the top two recipients of Framework funding, receiving €1.1 billion (US$1.35 billion) each. The Netherlands got €560 million, much the same as Italy, which has almost four times the population. Poland got €67 million; Romania just €17 million.
The EU has a mechanism, separate from Horizon 2020, that is designed specifically to address this sort of imbalance: 'structural funds' for infrastructure projects in poorer regions. These used to be aimed primarily at bringing eastern Europe up to speed with the west, but they are increasingly needed in the south, as well as in parts of the northern fringe.
For the 2014-20 period, around €50 billion in structural funds is meant to be made available for research and innovation-related projects, such as new laboratory buildings. But the use of structural funds for research purposes has not worked well in the past. I have toured glass palaces, constructed in improbable locales, with no researchers budgeted for and scant prospect of them ever arriving. Such projects are often backed by local political leaders who have weak understanding of what breeds innovation, wrongly believing that fancy buildings with Wi-Fi will do the job. Commission officials know that €50 billion, working in concert with the total Horizon 2020 budget of €70 billion, could achieve a lot -in theory. But the practice is more troubling. Unlike Horizon 2020 projects, structural-fund projects are selected locally, with less EU oversight. Such infrastructure projects need political backing in their own regions and take years. But even when they are finished, local researchers may be as unlikely as before to win fiercely competitive Horizon 2020 grants.
The EU has set up a small project, called Stairways to Excellence, to help applicants marry the two approaches. But what is needed is more fundamental reform: a thorough re-alignment that would use structural funds to build up research teams that are already almost good enough to partner in Horizon 2020 projects, together with a dash of 'positive discrimination' to favour these partners within Horizon 2020. This cannot happen under the current structure, and that stores up problems for the future.
Like other instruments of European integration, Horizon 2020 will not work if the centrifugal forces pulling the continent apart exceed the centripetal ones holding it together. EU research policy has always been a careful balance between 'excellence' and 'cohesion' . Right now, much more attention needs to be paid to the latter. ■ Colin Macilwain writes about science policy from Edinburgh, UK. e-mail: cfmworldview@gmail.com
